Acute hepatitis C virus infection in incarcerated injection drug users.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has emphasized the need for interventional programs regarding hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection for injection drug users, the group of persons who are at highest risk of acquiring acute infection. We designed a pilot study to assess the feasibility of identifying injection drug users with acute HCV infection in correctional and detoxification facilities. On-site medical providers were educated regarding risk factors and signs and symptoms of infection and were instructed to refer all patients with hepatitis to our specialty clinic. Over a 30-month period, 21 patients received a diagnosis of acute hepatitis C, 3 received a diagnosis of hepatitis B, and 1 received a diagnosis of hepatitis A. Of the 21 patients with acute hepatitis C, 19 were identified in the prison setting shortly after incarceration. Of the 17 patients who were observed serially (mean duration of observation, 6.3 months), 8 had spontaneous virologic clearance. Early therapy with pegylated interferon was initiated for 5 patients with persistent viremia and led to a sustained virologic response in 2 individuals. All patients agreed to undergo human immunodeficiency virus counseling and testing, as well as to receive immunization for hepatitis A and B. Incarceration presents a unique opportunity to identify injection drug users with acute HCV infection, to initiate counseling regarding other bloodborne pathogens, and to facilitate immunizations and HCV treatment.